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Psychotherapy 


Al\i ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN APPROACH TO HEALING THE POST TRAUMATIC 
SPIRITUAL DISORDER OF CONTEMPORARY HUMANITY 

(continued) 

Rev. Dn. Stephen Muse, PhD, LMFT, CCMHC, BCETS 


As the brain gradually adapts 
to depending more and more on ad¬ 
dictive compensation instead of 
ascetically bearing reality in faith, a 
point comes when the executive 
function of the frontal cortex is hi¬ 
jacked and the person becomes cap¬ 
tive to the addiction and helpless to 
choose otherwise. For example, it 
has been discovered that repetitive 
use of addictive substances, includ¬ 
ing pornography which affects the 
same opiate receptors as crack co¬ 
caine, leads to build-up in the 
nucleus accumbens and dorsal stria¬ 
tum of a certain transcription fac¬ 
tor, AfosB. When this substance 
reaches a certain level it activates 
the genetic code in such a way that 
it shifts the decision-making process 
away from the frontal cortex to the 
instinctive craving brain. Fortunately, 
with abstinence of several months, 
AfosB begins to diminish and some 
ability to resist craving begins to re¬ 
turn to the executive function. This 
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is part of the neurobiological basis 
for the old AA adage of “90 meet¬ 
ings in 90 days.” Abstinence of sev¬ 
eral months are required to allow the 
AfosB levels to begin to subside 
below the critical levels. 

Removing prefrontal cortical 
control of decision-making and re¬ 
petitive assent to the inner prom¬ 
ptings of the addictive craving, links 
dopamine production to contra natu¬ 
ral pleasures, both physical and ego¬ 
istic, that become destructive to the 
self. Addiction gradually changes the 
brain, rendering it less and less able 
to respond to normal stimuli and less 
and less able to act in accordance 
with the uncreated energies of 
Grace. Norma Volkow, MD, 
(Rosack, 2004) Director of the Na¬ 
tional Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA) explains: 

Most drugs of abuse block the 
dopamine transporter in the brain’s 
reward circuits, allowing the neu- 
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rotransmitter to remain in the syn¬ 
apse for a comparative eternity. This 
results in a large and lasting reward, 
even though the individual has re¬ 
duced numbers of receptors. Over 
time, addicts leam that natural stimuli 
are no longer salient, but the drug of 
abuse is. Other research is showing 
that inhibitory control; reward, mo¬ 
tivation, and drive; and learning and 
memory circuits are all abnormal in 
individuals with an addictive disor¬ 
der. 

It is possible, by contrast, to 
grow a brain that is increasingly re¬ 
ceptive to mindfulness, thanksgiving, 
wonder, hope and compassion, 
which are virtues accompanying 
what the Patristic witnesses call 
“mental sobriety.” A deep consis¬ 
tently renewed mindfulness leading 
to refined consciousness is vital to 
learning how to distinguish what 
leads to sobriety from what makes 
us spiritually ‘drunk.’ Struggling to 
be alert to these triggers and avoid 
them by concentrating on the finer 
salience of the apophatic presence 
of Christ, gradually reveals the 
Logoi 3 (spiritual essences) of cre¬ 
ation to the heart without distortion 
of intervening projections of desire. 
As discrimination is refined and the 
faculty of attention strengthened, the 
Holy Spirit changes the heart which 
begins to desire sobriety for its own 
sake as a connection with truth and 
goodness. The reality of commun¬ 
ion is preferred over egoistic illusion 
and truth over pleasure. 

Ascetical methods of remem¬ 
bering oneself before Christ in or- 
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der to be re-membered eucharisti- 
cally through aeU-Eiaiowith others 
and creation leads to significant 
changes in brain structure. Luders, 
Toga, Lepore & Gaser, (2009) have 
confirmed that persons practicing 
mindfulness grow brains with a 
larger orbital frontal cortex and hy¬ 
pothalamus, which play a significant 
role in harmonizing emotions and 
maintaining psychological balance in 
the self. Over a lifetime, traditional 
Orthodox neptic practices described 
in the writings of the Philokalia in¬ 
cluding watchfulness, repentance, 
interior prayer of the heart, he- 
sychastic stillness and deep atten¬ 
tive prayerful silence in worship and 
in life, aim at uniting the body/mind 
with the heart so that whole person 
experiences transformation by the 
noetic divine energies. This leads to 
a very different state than the 
monological self-absorbed craving 
and coarse perceptions that charac¬ 
terize psychic fragmentation and 
addiction. 

Archimandrite Sophrony 
(1977, pi 14) describes the transfor¬ 
mation within the heart which is in¬ 
dicative of the mental sobriety spo¬ 
ken of by the Fathers of the 
Philokalia. This is the inner stance 
of one who seeks to remain vulner¬ 
able to the noetic energies of Grace 
which heals post traumatic spiritual 
disorder, creating a unified person 
in place of the fragmentation. 

Eventually the mind sees not the 
physical heart, but that which is hap¬ 
pening within it—the feelings that 
creep in and the mental images that 
approach from without.. .When the 
attention of the mind is fixed in the 
heart it is possible to control what 
happens in the heart, and the battle 
against passions assumes a rational 
character. The enemy is recognized 


and can be driven off by the power 
of the Name of Christ.... The heart 
becomes so highly sensitive, so dis¬ 
cerning that eventually when pray¬ 
ing for anyone the heart can tell al¬ 
most at once the state of the person 
prayed for. 

Neurobiological substrates of 
beguilement: the persistence of 
illusion 

At the neurobiological level, 
persistent traumatic stress involves 
the activation of the amygdala in 
conjunction with the malfunction of 
the hippocampusin the limbic system 
of the brain.Bremmer, J (2002) cites 
studies showing shrinkage of up to 
38% of hippocampus volume in com¬ 
bat veterans and sexual abuse vic¬ 
tims. The hippocampus is respon¬ 
sible for converting sensory details 
into rational and temporal order that 
can be encoded as declarative 
memory in the form of a meaning¬ 
ful chronological narrative of past 
events. This may explain why the 
strongest predictor of whether 
someone will develop Post Trau¬ 
matic Stress Disorder is whether or 
not they dissociate during a trauma, 
which suggests that the hippocam¬ 
pus is not functioning properly at that 
moment. 

The amygdala, which acts as 
the anxiety and fear thermostat in 
the brain, is fully functional at birth 
and remains so even under trem¬ 
endous stress, even when the 
hippocampus is damaged or tem¬ 
porarily shut down because of stress 
hormones. This results in somati¬ 
cally-encoded memories that are 
non declarative, stored in sensory 
details in a state specific form in the 
nervous system. When activated, 
they are experienced in the body as 
though occurring in the present 
moment. In other words, the per¬ 


son’s nervous system is dominated 
by a persisting illusion or phantasia, 
that challenges rational awareness 
of what actually is occurring. One 
may recognize this rationally, but 
cannot prevent it from reoccurring 
at the deeper affective and somatic 
levels which causes enormous 
disorientation and anxiety. 

A soldier suffering from severe 
combat-related trauma walked down 
the long hall to my office with his 
body lurching and hesitating as he 
cringed in expectation of possible 
danger and attack from every side. 
Fie rationally knew that he was not 
in the war zone, but his somatic ex¬ 
perience and related affective states 
were experienced as though he was. 
Aware that he now had no combat 
buddies on either side to protect him, 
intensified his distress. 

The limbic brain does not dis¬ 
tinguish fantasy from consensus re¬ 
ality; this is the function of the pre¬ 
frontal cortex. Rational thought is 
slower than bodily and feeling reac¬ 
tions governed by the limbic system 
in order to keep a person alive first, 
before allowing the slower rational 
processes to deliberate and decide 
what to do. Resetting the survival 
software implanted in the limbic sys¬ 
tem, once it has been set in this way, 
requires more than rational thought. 
The body must be activated within 
the context of existentially engaged 
encounter with another whom one 
trusts and feels in relationship with. 
In effect, the nous must for a sec¬ 
ond, unite the bodymind so that af¬ 
fect appears.The body confirms the 
truth by the presence of transfor¬ 
mative change that has physical, 
affective and cognitive congruence. 
Ecker et al (2012) have shown that 
the brain’s unwillingness to persist 
in cognitive dissonance when con- 
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fronted with both reality and illusion 
which are simultaneously experi¬ 
enced at the somatic and affective 
levels and consciously recognized, 
underlies the effectiveness of psy¬ 
chotherapy irrespective of the theo¬ 
retical orientation used. 

The same is true for the pro¬ 
cess of “converting” the heart to 
Christ. Prayer must pass from 
words on the lips or “in the head,” 
into the deeper union of somatic and 
affective perceptive levels which 
only arise in a collected state. St. 
Macarius (1992, p 167) observes: 
“The heart directs all the organs of 
the body, and when grace gains pos¬ 
session of the heart, it rules over all 
the members [of the body] and the 
thoughts. For there, in the heart, the 
mind abides as well as all the 
thoughts of the soul and all its hopes. 
This is how grace penetrates 
throughout all parts of the body.” In 
other words, the body follows the 
will wherever the heart leads. This 
does not happen from the state of 
dis-memberment which is charac¬ 
terized by willful attempts to subdue 
the body from above by force with¬ 
out the reconciling activity of the 
uncreated energies of Grace which 
encounter body and mind in unity in 
the heart. 

St. Gregory Palamas points to 
the heart of the neptic psychology 
of the hesychasts of Mt Athos who 
aimed in prayer “to bring their nous 
back and enclose it within their body 
and particularly within that innermost 
body, within the body that we call 
the heart.” (Philokalia, vol. IV, 1995 
p. 334). I tell my patients to “speak 
so your body confirms the truth of 
your words.” Interminable talking 
with the head alone leads nowhere 
in psychotherapy or in prayer. The 
body will not confirm the truth of 


words that do not articulate the 
voiceless, fragmented parts of the 
nervous system where the pain and 
the spiritual questions are held in 
nonverbal state-specific form. 
Analogously, the same is true for the 
larger “body politic” which cannot 
be healed without hearing from the 
voiceless and forgotten ones 
within it. 

The symptoms of post trau¬ 
matic stress can be summarized as 
the persistence of automatic reac¬ 
tions in the face of illusion that pre¬ 
vent lull integrated awareness of a 
horrific, life-threatening or otherwise 
overwhelming event, after it has 
occurred. The abject terror of help¬ 
lessness, death and awareness of 
the failure of ordinary meaning are 
temporarily survived by not fully 
encountering them, like the apostles 
who were found ‘sleeping’ three 
times in Gethsemane while Jesus 
was sweating blood in prayer. 
(Mt26:40) “The primary symptoms 
are not symbolic, defensive or 
driven by secondary gain. The core 
issue is the inability to integrate the 
reality of particular experiences, and 
the resulting repetitive replaying of 
the trauma in images, behaviors, 
feelings, physiological states, and 
interpersonal relationships.” (Van 
der Kolk, McFarlane, Weisaeth, , 
1996, p7). If the encounter with hu¬ 
manity is traumatic for God, it is 
equally traumatic for humankind to 
encounter the potential for life which 
God invites us too. 

Subsequent inability to avoid 
intrusive thoughts, memories and 
fragments of feelings related to 
trauma have the effect of reinforc¬ 
ing the traumatic response in the 
nervous system, much like repetitive 
assent to a provocation leads to cap¬ 
tivity and entrenching a particular 


passion in the heart. Co-morbid 
development of various passions and 
addictions are seen in relation to the 
inability to tolerate the intensity of 
the encounter with life. 

Trauma disincarnates, dis¬ 
members and objectifies. It leaves 
a spiritual question like shrapnel 
lodged in the heart of the victim that 
is so vital it cannot be ignored and 
yet so fearsome and potentially de¬ 
structive that it induces all manner 
of attempts to medicate it away. In 
this sense, post traumatic spiritual 
disorder results in a kind of 
Manichean or Docetic heresy in 
which a person is no longer at home 
in his or her own body. Fragmenta¬ 
tion and the ‘fall’ into illusion and 
captivity to addiction to sin damages 
and distorts the person’s relationship 
with God, self and the community 
or ecclesia of other people. It is the 
spiritual wound in the heart that must 
ultimately be faced which often 
proves transformational, as in the 
case of Job and Jacob. 

Healing of Post Traumatic 
Spiritual Disorder involves a return 
from the land of illusion to the will¬ 
ingness to face reality by con¬ 
sciously remaining present and re¬ 
membering oneself in Christ through 
faith over a lifetime. It is the move¬ 
ment from the self-protective stone 
heart to a heart of flesh that is vul¬ 
nerable to intimacy with God and 
others in the community. Bearing 
witness to the truth is a form of pas¬ 
sion-bearing. This is not accom¬ 
plished by human strength alone, but 
through the noetic intercourse that 
occurs in deU-Eiawin community 
with others and God. Here Christ 
meets us invisibly through the humble 
call and response of speech and 
prayer. Compassionate encounter 
invokes the mystery of the Spirit 
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who discovers the body through 
speech that arises from, calls too, 
and penetrates the heart. In psycho¬ 
therapy as in pastoral care, if you 
want someone to speak from the 
heart, you must listen from the heart. 
Thus Jesus gives a “new command¬ 
ment” (Jn 13:34) to his disciples: to 
“love one another as I have loved 
you.” This is the true “best practice” 
of aeU-Eiaid, a personal response 
to the patient that originates from 
the heart and person of Christ and 
is offered to heart of Christ 
through the patient who is en¬ 
countered in and through Jesus 
Christ, the Good Physician of 
soul and body who arises in be¬ 
tween. 

A Clinical Example 

When John’s adult daughter 
nearly died from suicide overdose, 
he felt his prayers by her bedside 
had been answered as she unexpect¬ 
edly came out of a coma. He blamed 
himself for being too controlling a 
father and wanted to change his 
ways. Three years later his daugh¬ 
ter put a gun in her mouth and pulled 
the trigger. 

He was now in my office sepa¬ 
rated from his affect, intellectually 
preoccupied with whether or not 
there was a God and trying desper¬ 
ately to avoid the desire to take his 
own life in moments of self-directed 
rage and sorrow. He suffered from 
diabetes and a desire to overeat 
sweets as well as a compulsive por¬ 
nography use which had intensified 
following his daughter’s death. I 
learned he had previous trauma as 
a child with a father who suffered 
from schizophrenia. John had be¬ 
come a parentified child, uncon¬ 
sciously sacrificing his own emo¬ 
tional needs being responsive to his 
mother’s anxieties. Later he had 


suffered a manic episode with mes¬ 
sianic delusions and lost his job fol¬ 
lowed by a couple years of deep 
depression. This had traumatized 
him and made it all the more diffi¬ 
cult for him to trust allowing any 
feelings, lest they might again get out 
of hand as they had then. With great 
weariness and lucidity he told me 
“My life has been so painful that only 
love for my family and a sense of 
responsibility keep me going.” 

After a year or so of weekly 
sessions with a good therapeutic 
rapport in place, I began to dialogue 
with him about the “functional athe¬ 
ism” that was preventing him from 
trusting God and allowing himself to 
be loved. I introduced him to the 
Jesus prayer and Patristic teachings 
about nepsis and suggested various 
papers and books to read. Slowly 
our conversations began to take on 
an intensity and vitality that reached 
down into the places where the un¬ 
voiced pain of his spiritual questions 
were lodged. 

A sign of significant break¬ 
through came when he shared a 
dream in which he angrily walked 
out into his back yard to confront a 
man who was opening up a hole in 
the fence and “moving into” his yard. 
“When I got to the man, I saw he 
was pasty and blubbery and sad and 
sick and my anger turned to com¬ 
passion.” He was on the verge of 
tears as he said plaintively, “That 
man was me, wasn’t he?” 

Then he abruptly changed and 
started berating himself, using 
hushed tones, about having used 
pornography again in spite of his at¬ 
tempts to stop. I asked him if this 
was shame speaking and whether it 
was an embrace or an avoidance of 
the man in his dream. 


“Avoidance” he said without 
affect. I talked about repentance as 
a re-membering of oneself in Christ, 
and linked this with how Peter wept 
in contrast to Judas who killed him¬ 
self. What made the difference? 
“Could the man in your dream also 
be the Lord who has suffered all 
your pain throughout your entire life 
from childhood with your schizo¬ 
phrenic father and anxious mother, 
to your parentified loneliness and 
your attempts to secretly self-soothe 
with pornography? Do you suppose 
as a result of trying harder and 
harder to overcome your imperfec¬ 
tions and failings, the more you acted 
out your self-hatred with your fam¬ 
ily by becoming more perfectionistic 
and controlling? What if as long as 
Dr. Jekyll finds Mr. Hyde untouch¬ 
able in order to preserve the illusion 
of Jekyll’s righteousness, Jekyll re¬ 
mains cut off from the Lord and 
from himself and healing cannot 
occur?” 

John said he could feel himself 
relaxing viscerally as I spoke. Tak¬ 
ing this as a cue that the words were 
finding their mark I suggested ten¬ 
derly, “For some reason you are in 
a very difficult theological school and 
have been for a long time. God 
knows all your suffering and is help¬ 
ing you. Your dream is evidence of 
how you are being re-membered.” 

Following this session feelings 
began to emerge and his prayer life 
changed. We kept working on the 
theme of re-membering the whole 
of himself in God’s presence. Some 
months later he talked about pray¬ 
ing the Jesus prayer now, feeling 
grateful in his life, offering thanks 
and embracing the man in his dream. 
He reported no longer using pornog¬ 
raphy and had sworn off the dough¬ 
nuts. • 
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SANTHULA TRUST HOSPITAL 

Vadakara, Koothattukulam 
Ph: 0485-2250745, 9447575091 

A Clinical and Research Centre of Neuro - Behavioural Science 

OUR SERVICES: 

• Counselling Centre 

• Child and Adolescent Guidance Clinic 

• Marital Therapy Centre 

• Mental Health Hospital 

• De-addiction Clinic with AA Groups 

• Geriatric Care Centre and ‘Pakal Veedu’ 

• Rehabilitation Unit 

• Learning Disability Clinic 

• Resource Centre for Community 
sensitization and health education 

• Psychiatric Training Centre for students- nursing, 
psychology and psychiatric social work. 

OUR FACILITIES: 

• Regular OPD form 8.30 a.m. to 4 p.m. on Monday to Friday and 
upto 1 p.m. only, on Saturdays. 

• 24 hr. psychiatric emergency-service 

• 150-bedded in-patient residential facility comprising of hygienic, 
well ventilated general wards, single and double rooms (with and 
withoutA/C) 
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